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DANIEL: A MASTER WITNESS FOR GOD
Félix H. Cortez
Daniel did not perform powerful miracles as Elijah did or preach compelling evangelistic
sermons as Peter did. Nevertheless, the faithfulness and wisdom he displayed in his life brought
kings and subjects alike to know and trust the God of Israel. If the conversion of Paul, chief of
sinners, is the greatest conversion in the NT, the conversion of Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon
and personification of Lucifer’s pride,1 is, perhaps, the greatest evidence in the Old Testament of
God’s power to transform people. Let me suggest four lessons we can learn from the life and
ministry of Daniel.
Effective Witnesses Are Faithful

First, God’s most powerful witnesses are forged in the crucible of the crises of God’s
people. It is through the fire of ordeals, beaten with doubt and temptation that God’s witnesses
are softened, molded, and tempered to God’s honor and glory.
Daniel was born at the most critical moment in the history of Israel in the OT. He was
probably born between 623 and 621 BC,2 six years after Josiah began religious reforms in Judah,
four years after God called Jeremiah to the prophetic ministry, within one or two years of the
finding of the book of the law, and thirty-six years before the destruction of Jerusalem and the
temple. Being of royal lineage,3 Daniel grew up in the midst of a national conversation about the
contents and meaning of the book of Deuteronomy in the context of the powerful messages of
Jeremiah, Zephaniah, Nahum, and Habakkuk. When Nebuchadnezzar conquered Jerusalem in
605, Daniel was hand-picked to be taken captive to Babylon.
It was at this moment that Daniel came to his personal crisis. As he journeyed in bondage
to the land of his captivity, Daniel “resolved in his heart” to be faithful to God; yet, Daniel’s
name was changed to celebrate a pagan deity, and it is possible that he was castrated.4 I wonder
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whether Daniel ever doubted God’s love, his grace, his power, or his wisdom. As a fellow human
being, I think that at some moment he did. Yet, he remained faithful. Our God does not call us to
witness for him when it makes sense in terms of our personal experience but when He needs it.
He does not demand that we are convincing or even credible. He only asks us that we are
faithful.
Effective Witnesses Win Favor
Daniel’s resolve to be faithful was very soon tested in the most difficult way, in the little
things that are apparently nonessential.5 Daniel’s decision “not to defile himself with the king’s
food” (Dan 1:8) had both physical and spiritual implications;6 but, how do you refuse a gift
graciously given without insulting the giver? Were issues of food important to the extent of
risking offending the king? “In the life of the true Christian [however,] there are no
nonessentials; in the sight of Omnipotence every duty is important.”7
Daniel’s request and behavior towards the king’s official deserves careful reflection. He
was humble. He requested “to be allowed” not to defile himself and his explanation for the
request did not come through as preposterous or arrogant. Daniel was also sensitive of the
difficult position in which he was putting Ashpenaz and suggested a course of action that would
protect him. His goal was not to win an argument but an ally and that is what he got. Daniel’s
example shows the true nature of a “righteous person.”
We often associate righteousness and wisdom with separation and isolation. We tend to
think of wise men as living in the world of books absorbed in thought and righteous people
absorbed in prayer as if wisdom and righteousness suffered from extensive contact with the
mundane. But Daniel was not an ascetic. Daniel was handsome.8 His food and physical regime
did not make him emaciated but “better in appearance and fatter in flesh.”9 He had an erect form,
a firm, elastic step, a fair countenance, untainted breath, and undimmed senses.10 Intellectually
he did not have a match. Daniel was not a spiritual nerd or a religious bore. The Bible says that
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he was “skillful in all wisdom.”11 His instruction required the learning of three languages and
several disciplines, including natural history, astronomy, mathematics, medicine, myth, and
chronicle.12
Daniel was socially adept as well. The Bible says that Daniel was “competent to stand in
the king’s palace.”13 This refers to the “proper manner, poise, confidence, and knowledge of
social proprieties” that Daniel had, which habilitated him to serve at the royal court.14 As holy
and smart as Daniel was, he knew how to care for his body, dress well, enjoy a good meal, share
a good laugh, and make people comfortable. Daniel showed us that physical and social appeal do
not clash with smarts and holiness. The best testimony is that which wins favor without
compromising the integrity of its message.
Effective Witnesses Are Part of a Team
As great and talented as Daniel was, he was not a one-man force for God. At that crucial
time for the nation, God did not call one man but at least six. All of them worked in different
ways, fulfilled different functions, and ministered to different audiences but all worked under
God’s coordination. Though vastly different, they collaborated with and respected each other.
For example, Daniel studied with care and reflected on the prophecies of Jeremiah.15 Ezekiel
reflected and used the life of Daniel as an example of righteousness and wisdom.16 This is
especially significant when we realize that Daniel was a world-wide recognized expert in the
sacred language, wisdom, and traditional lore of the Chaldeans, whose pagan practices Ezekiel
strongly denounced (Eze 8:14). I am afraid that in the polarized world in which we live, Daniel’s
education and position would have been more than enough to disqualify his ministry but Ezekiel
was able to look beyond them. Effective witnesses for God do not question God’s wisdom in
calling those who are different from them but rejoice in the manifold ways God uses to advance
his kingdom.
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Effective Witnesses are Patient
Daniel was patient as God worked for the king. The conversion of Nebuchadnezzar took
many years and God’s direct intervention to come to fruition. At the beginning of their personal
relationship, as a result of the king’s dream, Daniel testified to the king that there was “a God in
heaven who reveals mysteries” (Dan 2:28). When Daniel revealed the dream and its
interpretation, Nebuchadnezzar was overwhelmed with the truth of the superiority of the God of
Daniel. His confession, however, was not an expression of faith. It was quite ambiguous, in fact.
It left the door open to say that Daniel’s god was in fact his own god as well.
The next confrontation came at the fiery furnace. Overwhelmed once again by God’s
intervention in favor of Daniel’s three friends, Nebuchadnezzar recognized publicly that the God
of Israel was in fact “the most high God.”17 There was still a big step, however, between
recognizing the superiority of Israel’s God and trusting or loving Him. It was their God, not his
God (Dan 3:28).
The breakthrough came in the third and last round. Nebuchadnezzar dreamed about a
huge tree in the middle of the earth that was chopped down. He was alarmed but, significantly,
did not call Daniel to interpret the dream. Perhaps, deep in his heart, he knew what the true
interpretation was but fought against it. Finally, when no remedy was left, Daniel was called but
the king explained that Daniel was called Belteschazzar, “after the name of my god.”18
Nebuchadnezzar heard the warning and restrained himself for a time but was not
transformed. A year later, the sentence was fulfilled. “The warfare against self is the greatest
battle that was ever fought. The yielding of self, surrendering all to the will of God, requires a
struggle; but the soul must submit to God before it can be renewed in holiness.”19 After seven
years of living like the beasts,20 when Nebuchadnezzar had come at the end of his rope, out of
the dark pit of madness, from the dust of his animal abode, he looked up and reached out to the
God of heaven. It was a kind of resurrection. He came out of the ordeal transformed and his first
impulse was to praise God: “It has seemed good to me to declare the signs and wonders which
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the Most High God has done for me.”21 Nebuchadnezzar was finally transformed. He had
traveled a long road. The God of Daniel was now his own God and his first impulse was to
announce to others what Daniel’s God had done for him. Nebuchadnezzar had been born as a
missionary in the kingdom of God.
No person is able to produce this kind of transformation. Collaborating with God in
bringing others under the Lordship of Jesus is not simply a duty but a privilege we have. It
provides us with a front-row seat to the spectacular exhibition of God’s love and grace. May the
experience of Daniel be ours as well.
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